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Michel Huysseune

k has become a cliche to describe the end of the eighteenth
century as a transition between Enlightenment and
Romanticism. However, to define the meaning of this
process more precisely has proved to be a particularly arduous task.
An approach focusing on the changing social function of art,
particularly its relation with practices of representation, may provide
a better understanding of this transition.
In the eighteenth century, the purpose of art, and of the visual arts
in particular, was the imitation of nature. Such a definition linked art
with representation and gave it a quintessentially social meaning, as
the common culture of the elite, of men (and more rarely women) of
taste. Moreover, since both the arts and the sciences were considered
as practices of representation, it was possible for them to share a
common vocabulary. Works of the imagination as well as of science
could draw on a language based on values such as order, clarity, and
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well-conducted reasoning: as Remy G. Saisselin has pointed out, the
separation of science and the fine arts had not yet been fully
accomplished^ Romanticism, on the contrary, by defining art as an
act of creation, isolated it in the realm of the aesthetic, and thereby
cut the threads which linked art with general culture, including
science. It is less self-evident whether, during this transition, scientists
were willing and/or able to detach themselves from the language of
art. I will discuss these issues by focusing on one particular case,
namely that of Volney, a man of science who came to reject an
artistic heritage until then taken for granted.
Constantin-Franfois Chassebeuf de Boisgirais, better known as
Volney^ (1757-1820) belonged to the French group of intellectuals,
commonly known as the Ideologues, who continued the tradition of
the Encyclopedists. The group was formed around the elderly baron
d'Holbach and the salon of Mme Helvkius, and continued their
tradition of free-thinking, certainly more in the line of Voltaire's
irony than Rousseau's self-righteousness. However, contrasting with
their predecessors Voltaire and d'Holbach, the Ideologues tended to
reject metaphysical and religious speculation, and to emphasize an
empirical approach and the virtues of observation. Several of them
were scientists, like Cabanis who exercised the medical practice. They
also applied their methods to the study of humankind, both on the
physiological and the cultural level, and they contributed to the
founding of anthropology'
Their methodological mixture of
empirical observation, Cartesian rationalism and Holbachean
materialism combined traditional and modern approaches. Their very
modernity—e.g., their emphasis on observation—notwithstanding,
their approach has been defined by Michel Foucault as the last
' Remy G. Saisselin, Taste in Eighteenth-Century France (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press,
1965), 90.
^ For information on Volney, the essential work of reference still remains Jean Gaulmier's
biography: Jean Gaulmier, LTdeologue Volney 1757-1820. Contribution a I'histoire de
I'Orientalisme en France (Geneve and Paris: Slatkine Reprints, 1951, rpt. 1980). Most of
Volney's writings have been republished, the Voyage en Egypte et en Syrie by Jean Gaulmier
(Paris/La Haye: Mouton, 1959), further referred to as Voyage, his other books in Oeuvres
(Paris: Fayard, 1989, 2 vols.). All references to Volney's writings other than the Voyage are
to the Oeuvres.
On their contribution as founders of those sciences, see: Sergio Moravia, La scienza
dell'uomo nd settecento (Bari: Laterza, 1970).
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classical philosophy, because of its metaphysics of representation.''
Georges Gusdorf, much more positive about their contribution, is
compelled to admit that they combined scientific modernity with an
anachronistic taste, expressed in their style of thinking and of writing,
in their preference for the classical tradition in art and literature, and
even in the way they dressed which made them soon look oldfashioned and (partly) explains the oblivion they fell into.^
Volney, even if he stands out among the Ideologues for his
rejection of the classical tradition, shared with them their
philosophical and methodological approach. His intellectual interests
focused on traveling and foreign languages. He made himself a name
as the author of a well-publicized travel book. Voyage en Egypte et en
Syrie (1787), then as one of the more radical deputies of the
Assemblee Constituante. In the first revolutionary years he published
another book, Les Ruines ou Meditations sur les Revolutions des Empires
(1791), a vigorous condemnation of revealed religion and absolutism,
mixed with revolutionary messianism. In a later book. La loi
naturelle ou catechisme du citoyen frangais (1793) (which he considered
as a sequel to the Ruines), Volney describes what he considers as the
Laws of Nature and thus the essentials of society: liberty, equality,
and property.
The radicalization of the Revolution and the Jacobin agitation
contributed to disillusion him about politics. In 1795, he went to the
United States, where he stayed until 1798. After coming back to
Europe, Volney wrote his Tableau du climat et du sol des Etats-Unis
(published in 1803). His further career was both scientific and
political, even if after initially supporting Napoleon, he got
disillusioned by his authoritarianism.
As a man of science Volney was, according to his biographer, Jean
Gaulmier, indifferent towards art.^ Other scholars, like Pierre
Aubery, have presented him as a perfect early incarnation of the
utilitarian bourgeois.'' He hardly indulged in contemporary fashions,
and the fact that he apparently never felt the need to execute the
Grand Tour—to visit the sites of classical culture, particularly in
'' Michel Foucault, Les mots et les chases (Paris; France Loisirs, 1966, rpt. 1990): 366-7.
^ Georges Gusdorf, La. conscience revolutionnaire. Les Ideologues (Paris: Payor, 1978), 551.
^ Jean Gaulmier, L'Ideologue Volney: 281.
^ Pierre Aubery, "Des stereotypes ethniques dans I'Amerique du dix-huitieme siecle," Studies
in Eighteenth Century Culture 6 (197^: 35-58, especially 38-9.
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Italy—indicates his limited artistic interest. His sparse remarks on art
are moreover marked by utilitarian skepticism. Art is often enough
considered as a waste of means, or, as in the case of the pyramids in
Egypt, it is morally condemned for the exploitation it implied.
Luxury corrupts nations {La Loi Naturelle, I, 496-8). In a digression
on civilization, Volney remarks how often the overcultivation of the
fine arts undermines the economy, because it detracts means from the
more useful mechanical arts {Tableau..., II, 361-2).
Against the fancies of art, he obviously preferred the hard facts of
science. And yet, from another point of view, as formulated, for
example, by Saisselin, Volney is considered as one of the major
exponents of the neo-classical aesthetics of ruins.® His description of
the ruins of Palmyra, which starts Les Ruines, obviously uses such
imagery: the contrast he sketches between its past glory and the
humbleness of its present inhabitants seems inspired by the numerous
paintings representing Rome in such a way, if not by Gibbon's
famous meditations on the contrast between Rome's past grandeur
and present decay. Volney belonged to a culture where the classical
tradition formed a self-evident and obvious source of images. The
young Volney, notwithstanding his limited interest in art, took this
tradition and its imagery for granted, and he would only modify this
attitude after the experience of the French Revolution.
Volney's scientific approach offers a clue to understanding the
reasons for his use of such images. His emphasis on empiricism, on
believing only what is visible, leads to an attitude where the visual
takes a central place. In describing other societies, he emphasized the
link between the physical environment and the moral character of the
observed people (even if the link is mediated by government). Visual
descriptions of environments and people are an important element of
his writings, and he even went so far as to propose an anthropological
museum, where representations of people from all over the world
would be presented to the spectator's gaze {Les Ruines, I: 392-3).
Volney, however, was well aware of the limits of the mere
collection of visual observations. His method also includes the verbal
gathering of information, through questionnaires, interviews.
' Remy G. Saisselin, "Painting, Writing and Primitive Purity: From Expression to Sign in
Eighteenth-Century French Painting and Architecture," Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth
Century 217 (1983): 334 (257-369).

Re-Assessing the Classical Tradition

195

conversations. In 1795, he edited himself the Questions de statistique
d I'usage des voyageurs, a tool to gather such information. In fact,
Volney warns against overhurried judgments, since time (to control
and order observations), and language (to be able to communicate
with the natives) are mentioned as essential tools for travelers who
want to avoid drawing fancy pictures. To see well, he concludes, is
an art that needs more exercise than is often thought of [Voyage, 23).
Volney's visual strategies are firmly linked with his position as
observer. He prefers to make descriptions from a visually dominating
point of view. In this, he followed in the tracks of predecessors like
Montesquieu, who, when arriving in a new town, climbed its highest
tower to obtain an overview of the city.' Maybe the impossibility to
see pyramids from above explains Volney's dismay when confronted
with them. When, on the contrary, he is able to take a domineering
position, like on the top of the Lebanese mountains, he explicitly
mentions his secret pleasure and pride [Voyage, 162-3). Both the
drawing showing Palmyra in the Voyage and its description in Les
Ruines take that point of view.
To convey his visual impressions to his readers, Volney sketches
verbal pictures of them. Such a choice was possible because of the
vocabulary science and art had in common. The artistic devices
Volney deploys in his scientific descriptions, in particular in the
Voyage, show how his taste remained firmly embedded in the classical
tradition. His descriptions of Egypt define it as a counter-example of
the classicist canons of beauty. Cairo's urban appearance is a counterimage of order: it has no regular squares, nor aligned streets, and it
lacks private or public buildings of recognizable architectural beauty
iyoyage, 133). In a final note on the country he contrasts the
monotony of its scenery with an ideal landscape, whose richness,
variety of objects and diversity of sites keeps the mind busy with
ever-renewing sceneries and sensations.
No country, Volney
concludes, is less suited than Egypt for the painter's or poet's brush,
nothing in it possesses the charms and the richness of their "tableaux"
{Voyage, 147).
The variety of landscape Volney encountered in Syria enhanced a
view at times more positive. Here too, Volney deploys classical
images for his descriptions, but he now expresses his appreciation
' Jean Starobinski, Montesquieu (Paris; Seuil, 1953, rpt. 1994): 30.
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when he uses the image of an amphitheater to convey to the reader
the beauty of cultivated mountainous scenery {Voyage, 164). He pays
particular attention to antique ruins, namely in Baalbek and even
more Palmyra, the latter a place which in fact he never visited. He
extensively quotes Robert Wood's descriptions of them (1753), and
remarks that the sensations their spectacle causes cannot properly be
transmitted {ybyage, 325).
The broader meaning these ruins have is suggested when he points
to the similarity between a temple in Palmyra and the facade of the
Louvre iydyage, 327).^° Both appear as monuments of industry and
authority, and are therefore beautiful. The link between beauty and
civilization is also clear in his descriptions of landscapes. The
countryside surrounding Beirut is praised for its beauty, because of its
fertility and its cultivation (Vjyage, 290-1). The final conclusion of
the book, contrasting the fertility (and hence beauty) of France with
the barrenness of Egypt and most of Syria, once again affirms the
intimate link between beauty and civilization.
In Les Ruines, published a few years later, in 1791, Volney gives a
more profound meaning to this visual appreciation. In his lonely
meditations on the ruins of Palmyra, he seems to deploy the
graveyard-poetry devices of melancholy and dreams. But the position
Volney takes to contemplate those ruins, on top of a hill, already
indicates the mental detachment he strives at. The dreamer is in fact
an Enlightened observer, who will extrapolate from those ruins their
secret meaning. With the help of a ghost, his meditations are then
transformed into lessons in the history of civilization, a sign of past
grandeur and culture, but also a warning for the dangers civilization
may originate, namely superstition, despotism, and the love of luxury.
In a pseudo-chiliastic final scene, the ghost unveils a "tableau,"
showing how the wise advice of legislators convinces humanity to
adopt the rational laws of nature. Nanette Le Coat has drawn
attention to the singular lack of self-reflexivity of this message."
Volney may have been aware that this comparison had become a critical commonplace, to
the point where it becomes impossible to know whether Perrault, in designing the Louvre,
was influenced by early drawings of Baalbek, or Wood drew Palmyra with the Louvre in his
mind. See for a discussion of this problem Baldine Saint-Girons, Esthetiques du XVlIle Steele.
Le modele fran^ais (Paris: Philippe Sers Editeur, 1990), 427-31.
" Nanette Le Coat, "Ironies of Representation: The Legislator in Rousseau, Robespierre, and
Volney," Neophilologus 73 (1989): 358-72, especially 366.
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Volney seems to have been carried away by the optimism
characteristic of the first revolutionary years, its belief in the
regeneration of humankind.
In general, however, Volney's attitude towards sense-experience
and its pedagogical value is much more complex. Linking aesthetic
appreciation with civilization and reason is in fact for him a means to
limit the influence of the senses. In her discussion of Volney's
Voyage, Denise Brahimi has noted how he seemed to consider writing
as an act of purification of his sense-impressions, an exorcism of the
possible attractions of the exotic.'^ His description of the pyramids
is a good example of this process; after mentioning the visual
sensations he felt looking at them, he starts collecting arguments to
exorcise them: he mentions their costs and the exploitation they
implied as arguments to neutralize the visual spell they cast on him
{Vcyage, 155-6). The possibihty of sexual desire is exorcised in a
similar way: his descriptions of women bathing in the Nile, of bellydancers and, in his later book on America, of Native American
women, all contrast the myths surrounding them with their real
appearances, which, according to Volney, lacked any quality that
might lure man.
Volney's will of purification shows an interesting link with
contemporary neo-classical culture."
The fashionable stylistic
austerity Volney, the revolutionary generation, and neo-classical
artists, like David had in common was intended to oppose the
excesses of grace and facilite of rococo artists, and of pre-revolutionary
elite culture in general. But these stylistic affinities could hardly cover
up their opposing political and cultural outlooks. The more radical
revolutionaries, and the more exalted neo-classical artists emphasized
purification through a return to the origins, to a state of nature which
was in a Rousseaunean vein opposed to civilization, and tended to
take primitivist overtones. Volney on the contrary, notwithstanding
his antagonism to superfluous luxury, rejected any primitivist illusion.
For him, the laws of nature were incarnated in bourgeois society, and
he therefore remained a staunch defender of civilization, purified of
" Denise Brahimi, "Exotisme, science et ideologic," Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth
Century 151 (1976): 370 (363-84).
" Jean Gaulmier, L'Ideologue Volney. 225.
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its sensuous excesses. His is an aesthetic of productivism, not of
primitivism.
In Volney's case, the return to the origins appears in the first place
as an intellectual means to rediscover the rational laws of nature, not
contaminated by history. As he argues in his Les Ruines, history is
mainly a deviation from those natural laws, and thus leads to decay.
The problem is that both knowledge of natural laws and deviation
from them are linked with sense-experience. In its sequel La loi
naturelle, he describes those laws as obvious to the senses (I: 448). In
Les Ruines he argues that if man would not be distracted by vain
metaphysical speculations and would limit himself to knowledge
about what appears to the senses, universal agreement on natural laws
and natural religion would easily be reached. At the same time,
however, human beings seem often unable to limit themselves to
sweet sensations; as soon as they develop their faculties, the objects
that present themselves to the senses corrupt them and lead to the
unleashing of unrefrained desires {Les Ruines, I: 203).
Volney expresses a strong ambivalence about visual experience
which also marks his attitude towards art. Art should symbolize
order, the rules of civilization. In his early works, he seems to have
believed in the virtues of art, as a symbol of order, and of the rules
of civilization. His use of classical images in the Voyage and in the
Ruines, his genuine admiration of ancient ruins, if classical in form,
indicates this. The contrast he sketches between the ugliness of
women bathing in the Nile and the charms of the mythological
naiads, reveals how he still seemed to consider that the classical
tradition could offer a canonical body of images to be used without
harm. The Jacobin use of classical imagery for political purposes
opposed to Volney's more moderate ideas, made him more aware of
how such imagery could easily become instrumental to irrational
desires and led him to an outright rejection of Antiquity in general.
Volney came to regard Greeks and Romans as not much more than
barbarians, too similar to the abhorred Jacobins. Classical art, as a
form of conspicuous consumption, if not condemned altogether, is
On Volney*s rejection of the Antiques, see Mouza Raskolnokoflf's contributions:
''Uadoration des Remains sous la Revolution fran^aise et la reaction de Volney et des
Ideologues," in Des Anciens et des Modemes (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 1990), 95-109;
and "Volney et les Ideologjies: le refus de Rome," in Des Anciens et des Modemes, 111-27.
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described as marked by this pollution. His already austere demeanor
became even more marked, and his attitude towards art and visual
experiences more negative. In his post-revolutionary writings, he
always links art with luxury, and as such it is too often a sign of
decadent tendencies in society, both in antiquity and in contemporary
France. He gives the building of churches and palaces, among them
Versailles and the Louvre, as an example of a waste of means which
undermined state finances {Legons d'Histoire (1795), I: 606-7).'^
The post-revolutionary Volney is keen on countering the
dangerous influences of imagery, classical and otherwise, with his own
descriptions. When he sketches a picture of the Native Americans,
he presents a scene that shows them in a negative, degenerate and
visually unappealing light, so as to counter more efficiently the
prevailing imagery of glorified primitivism. Primitivism, for Volney,
has become a political danger, linked as it is both with Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, the source of inspiration of the Jacobins, and with
Chateaubriand's reactionary anti-rational attitude. His negative
rhetoric of disillusion, with which he counters those dangerous
images, is characterized by a lack of belief in positive examples. Even
his descriptions of the virtues of labor seem to have become half
hearted, almost ironic. When describing American farmers, for
example, he does note their industrious husbandry, but he seems to
prefer digressing on some of the negative characteristics of the
Americans, like their unhealthy eating habits and their propensity
towards alcoholism. His rejection of the classical imagery of art
seems to be combined with an inability to believe in positive images
at all, since images in general now appear as dangerous icons that can
unleash irrational passions.'^
Volney's art-lessness is thus an expression of an increasingly ironic,
distant and negative attitude, which also appears in his political
beliefs. His behaviour during Napoleon's rule, when after his initial
These Lefons d'Histoire, published in 1826, were given at the Ecole Normale in 1795, soon
after the downfall of the Jacobins. His negative comments on the Louvre show his change
in attitude towards art, since they contrast with his more positive appreciation in the Voyage
(see above and nlO).
" About this rhetoric of disillusion Volney deploys, see Michel Huysseune, "Virtuous
Citizens and Noble Savages of the New World: The Contamination, Juxtaposition and
(Misjrepresentation of Cultural Models in Enlightenment France" in William Chew III, ed..
Images of America: Through the European Looking-Glass (Vrije Universiteit Brussel Press,
1997), 47-62.
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active support he became one of the most irreducible opponents, is
telling: he limited himself to casting negative votes in the senate, and
apart from that retreated in a disapproving silence. Volney's position
in the field of art, as in politics, was in many ways a personal one.
Those who were intellectually and politically nearest to him, the
Ideologues, while critical of the Antique example, generally continued
to prefer the neo-classical style, as they half-heartedly supported
Napoleon, who used the classically inspired Empire-style for
propagandistic reasons. Their review. La Decade philosophique,
generally defended neo-classicism in painting and a traditional taste in
literature, as it continued to consider art as an expression of
civilization.'^
Volney's individual rejection of the classical tradition was
influenced by political circumstances, and stemmed from his fear of
art as a means of (mis)representation. For him, the possibility of
accurate representation came to be confined to the scientific language
of the observer. But even about scientific images Volney seems to
have had misgivings. He therefore preferred to sketch negative
scenes, that enabled him to deploy his rhetoric of disillusion as an
appropriate weapon against the passions images may arouse.
Ironically, Volney became himself a victim of his rhetoric, when, in
a diatribe against primitivism he amalgamated in a not-too-empirical
way French peasants, Corsicans, Native Americans, Greeks, and
Romans in the universal negative category of the Savage (Tableau ...,
II, 369-70, 382-7).
Such moments disclose that behind Volney's choice for science and
against art there was in fact a passionate rejection of human passions.
In fact, even such an austere man as Volney, always tempted by
misanthropy, seems to have been unable to uphold systematically his
aloofness from human involvement. His bouigeois utilitarianism
required compensation, and this took the form of a perpetual
attraction to the Middle-Eastern world he visited in his youth. As
Gaulmier has pointed out, nostalgia for the East was an ever-present
aspect of his life and works,'® and it seems to have replaced the earlier
" Joanna Kitchin, Un journal "philosophique": la Dkade (1794-1807) (Paris: Lettres Modernes,
1965), 229.
" Jean Gaulmier, Hldeolopte Volney. XIX-XX. This appreciation was not limited to
sceneries: for instance, before launching his above-mentioned diatribe against primitivism,
Volney went out of his way to demonstrate why the Bedouins could not be relegated into
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neo-classical imagery. The most unromantic man imaginable thus
seems to have developed a very romantic-sounding aesthetic of
nostalgia and escape, as if to prove the impossibility of an image-less
existence.
the category of the Savage {Tableau..., II: 366-7).

